Criminal justice involvement is a multifaceted construct encompassing various forms of contact with the criminal justice system. It is a sensitive topic to ask about in surveys and also a sensitive topic for respondents to answer. This article provides guidance for writing survey questions on criminal justice involvement, starting with a review of potential causes for reporting error and nonresponse error associated with survey questions on criminal justice involvement. Questions about criminal justice involvement are subject to errors that are common to any survey (eg, misunderstanding questions, recall bias, telescoping). Reponses to these questions are also subject to underreporting because of social desirability concerns. We also address strategies to reduce error for questions pertaining to criminal justice involvement (eg, self-administered data collection, wording of forgiving questions, indirect methods). We then discuss common design decisions associated with writing survey questions on criminal justice involvement (eg, type and frequency of criminal justice involvement, reference period,) and provide examples of questions from current surveys.
Criminal justice involvement encompasses various forms of contact with the criminal justice system. Involvement in the criminal justice system starts after an individual is arrested and can include pretrial detention, conviction, incarceration, probation, and parole. 1 Criminal justice involvement is an important life event that affects not only the persons involved but also others involved in their lives. Research shows that criminal justice involvement has a negative effect on people's physical and mental health, [2] [3] [4] employment and earnings, 5 marriage and family life, 5, 6 and access to housing opportunities, 7 among other areas. Parental involvement in the criminal justice system is found to have a detrimental effect on children's health, 8, 9 behaviors, 7, 10, 11 income and financial security, 12,13 food security, 13 receipt of health services, 14 and education, including college access and completion. [15] [16] [17] Given the detrimental effects criminal justice involvement can have on a person's life, data are needed to systematically examine these effects on the general population. However, collecting such data is challenging, in part because asking questions about criminal justice involvement in general population surveys is often a sensitive issue for respondents. This article provides guidance and advice for writing survey questions on criminal justice involvement, with particular attention to the sensitive nature of the topic. 18 Although guidance and advice are available for writing questions about a sensitive topic, [19] [20] [21] they are not specifically designed for questions about criminal justice involvement. Therefore, we first review potential causes for reporting error and nonresponse error associated with survey questions on criminal justice involvement. Next, we discuss strategies to reduce error for such questions. We conclude by discussing common design decisions associated with writing survey questions on criminal justice involvement and providing examples of questions from current surveys.
Reporting and Nonresponse Error Related to Questions on Criminal Justice Involvement
As with any type of survey question, questions pertaining to criminal justice involvement are subject to error related to reporting and nonresponse. With regard to reporting error, a respondent can misunderstand the survey question, partially or inaccurately recall relevant information, use a cognitive shortcut to come up with a response, or fail to report an answer using one of the response options provided to them.
For example, the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG)-a general population survey introduced to sampled members as being about "family life, marriage and divorce, having and raising children, and health and health care"-asks all male respondents, "In the last 12 months, have you spent any time in a jail, prison, or a juvenile detention facility?" 22 To respond, a respondent must first interpret what the question means (comprehension) , determine what is considered a "jail, prison, or a juvenile detention facility," and then interpret what it means to "spend any time" in such a place. Some respondents might interpret "spend any time" to mean "spending time as a result of formal sentencing," whereas others might interpret it as a 1-night stay in a jail before appearing in court.
A respondent must then remember events that qualify under the given definition (recall). One type of recall error is external telescoping, 23, 24 which occurs when a respondent reports an incident taking place outside the period of interest. Respondents are more likely to telescope memorable events they can recall, even if the event occurred before the period of interest. 25 A second type of recall error is when the respondent does not remember the event at all. 25 For example, respondents might forget or not recall a 1-night stay in a jail that happened in the distant past. 26 In addition to these common sources of reporting error, questions on criminal justice involvement are also subject to response error because they cover a sensitive topic. Topics can be sensitive because of (1) intrusiveness (criminal justice involvement is not generally discussed with others); (2) possible negative consequences, sometimes even legal concerns, from disclosing criminal justice involvement to another individual; and (3) the social stigma associated with criminal justice involvement. 4, 27 Because of the social stigma associated with criminal justice involvement, respondents are prone to not report these events even when they are retrieved from memory, leading to underreporting. 18 The tendency to underreport events that invoke social stigma is also known as social desirability bias. For example, on the NSFG, the respondent might recall from memory an instance of criminal justice involvement in the correct reference period. However, before reporting, the respondent might edit his or her answer to "no" to avoid potential judgment.
Evidence of this editing process for criminal justice involvement can be found in studies comparing self-reported data with administrative data that found that arrests, 26 delinquent activities that led to police contact, 28 committing welfare and unemployment benefit fraud, 29 and convictions 29 were underreported. In addition, female respondents, 27,29 older persons, 27, 29 persons with higher education, 27, 30 persons with higher levels of social desirability concerns, 27, 28, 30 and persons with more severe offenses 26, 27, 30 underreport criminal justice involvement more often than male respondents, younger respondents, persons with lower education, persons with lower levels of social desirability concerns, and persons with minor offenses, respectively.
With regard to nonresponse error, several studies show that persons tend not to participate in surveys that have sensitive topics, 31 especially surveys that ask about undesirable behaviors and attitudes. 32, 33 However, including items about criminal justice involvement in general population surveys is unlikely to substantially alter response rates unless (1) the survey is introduced as a survey on criminal justice involvement or (2) respondents know beforehand that items on criminal justice involvement are part of the survey. As mentioned earlier, the NSFG is described as a survey about "family life, marriage and divorce, having and raising children, and health and health care" in the advance letter to sampled households. 22 Sampled members do not know beforehand that the survey includes 4 questions on criminal justice involvement (Table 1) asked of men aged 15-44. The final weighted response rate for the 2006-2010 NSFG data collection was similar between men (75%) and women (78%), even though the 4 questions on criminal justice involvement are asked only of male respondents. 34 During the 2011-2013 NSFG data collection, the response rate for the male questionnaire was 1 percentage point lower than the response rate for the female questionnaire, 35 a difference that was negligible. Nonresponse to specific survey questions (also known as "item nonresponse") also does not seem to be a problem with questions on criminal justice involvement. We computed item nonresponse rates to questions on criminal justice involvement from 4 surveys (the NSFG, 35 National Survey on Drug Use and Health [NSDUH] , 36 Survey of Criminal Justice Experience, 37 and National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health 38 ; Table 1 ). Item nonresponse rates were <2% for all but 2 estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (ie, question on "father in jail/prison" in wave 3 and wave 4). This low nonresponse rate is within the typical range of missing data for nonsensitive questions. 39 However, it may also be that refusing to answer these questions is perceived to be an admission of criminal justice involvement.
Strategies to Reduce Reporting Error Common to All Survey Questions
As noted previously, questions about criminal justice involvement are subject to errors common to any survey (eg, misunderstanding survey questions, forgetting, telescoping). When crafting survey questions on criminal justice involvement, several principles minimize these sources of error. First, survey questions on criminal justice involvement should use simple language 40 that can be understood by all respondents. Questions should avoid the use of jargon or technical or big words. For example, the term criminal justice involvement may have various meanings across the general population. In addition, respondents might interpret jail in multiple ways. Some respondents may think it is a specific type of incarceration (eg, jail vs prison) and others might interpret it as being incarcerated. One way to increase comprehension is to provide a definition to the respondent when using a specific term.
Second, question writers should keep the task of answering manageable for the respondent. 40 Even if a respondent understands the meaning of criminal justice involvement, the task of recall and using retrieved memory to answer the question may become unmanageable, especially for respondents who have to search their memory for events that happened a long time ago or for respondents who have multiple experiences with criminal justice involvement.
One way to aid the recall task is to use examples. Examples make the search of memory more specific to the targeted a Item nonresponse rates were calculated by using public-use data. The rates are unweighted. Percentages were calculated as the number of respondents who agreed to participate in the survey but did not provide a substantive answer to a particular question about criminal justice involvement divided by the number of respondents who agreed to participate in the survey and were asked the question about criminal justice involvement.
behavior or situation. For example, if the intent of the question is to include any time the person was incarcerated, regardless of the type of facility (eg, jail, prison, or a juvenile facility), examples can illustrate a stay as the result of formal sentencing, a temporary stay before appearing in the court, or being in a secure facility as a juvenile. Although examples are generally useful for making the question easy for the respondent to answer, respondents might focus too much on the examples. 41 This excess focus on the examples might unduly restrict the respondent's memory search to just the examples and could make the question longer and more complex than necessary. The survey designer has to judiciously select examples that cover a variety of situations without substantially increasing the length and complexity of the survey. For example, the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth-1997 Cohort (NLSY97) asks respondents if they have ever "been sentenced to spend time in a corrections institution." The examples provided to respondents for this question include "a jail, prison, or a youth institution like a juvenile hall or reform school or training school." 42 The examples do not substantially increase the length and complexity of the question but are comprehensive enough to cover almost all situations.
Another way to aid recall is to lengthen the survey questions by adding memory cues to improve recall. 20 Memory cues can take the form of examples, but they may also provide contexts that promote recall. For example, referencing a particular period of a person's life (eg, divorce, losing a job) may trigger memories that are associated with criminal justice involvement. Although textbooks on questionnaire design recommend writing short questions, 21, 40 long questions with memory cues have been found to increase the reporting of a targeted behavior. 43 A compromise has to be made among question length, questionnaire space, and simplification, and question writers have to be mindful of this compromise.
Strategies to Reduce Reporting Error for Sensitive Questions
The sensitivity of questions about criminal justice involvement leads to additional concerns about reporting error. Specifically, respondents tend to underreport criminal justice involvement because of fear of negative repercussions or presenting a negative image. Several survey procedures are used to reduce this type of underreporting.
Self-Administered Modes
A survey can be administered by an interviewer in person or completed by respondents on their own. Research shows that respondents are more likely to report sensitive behaviors when using self-administered modes than when using interviewer-administered modes.
18,27,44-48 Selfadministration removes respondents' concerns about privacy and looking good in front of the interviewer.
Self-administered modes also reduce the likelihood that another person will hear or read their answers, thereby reducing the risk of disclosure. The effectiveness with which self-administration reduces underreporting does not differ across various self-administration modes (eg, paper questionnaire, online survey). 18 The NSFG follows this strategy by including the 4 questions on criminal justice involvement in the audio computer-assisted selfinterviewing component of the survey. 49 "Forgiving" Introduction
The survey literature suggests that sensitive questions be set up in a "forgiving" context to reduce social desirability concerns by relaxing the "norm" associated with the topic. For example, Holtgraves et al 50 provided a forgiving introduction before asking respondents about vandalism: "Almost everyone has probably committed vandalism at one time or another." They then compared answers obtained under this introduction with answers obtained without the forgiving introduction. The question with the forgiving introduction elicited 70% more admissions of vandalism than the question without a forgiving introduction. Examples of forgiving introductions can be found in 2 other studies. 31, 51 Several studies, however, did not find that a forgiving introduction improved reporting of socially undesirable behaviors or attitudes.
45, 52 The Survey of Criminal Justice Experience uses this strategy when asking about being stopped by the police; the survey includes a forgiving introduction-"Nowadays, people are often stopped by the police for many different reasons"-before asking if respondents have ever been stopped by the police since age 18.
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Question Presupposing the Behavior
Related to the forgiving introduction is using "loaded" survey questions; that is, survey questions that presuppose or assume that respondents have engaged in the socially undesirable behavior. 20 Research has found that questions presupposing a behavior produce a higher report of that behavior than questions that do not make such an assumption. For example, Knauper 53 reported on one study that asked respondents, "In the past 10 years, how many times did you witness a crime?" This loaded question led to substantially more reports of witnessing crimes than the alternative question that did not carry such a presupposition (eg, "Did you witness a crime in the past 10 years? If yes, how many times?"). 53 This strategy is recommended for questions measuring socially undesirable behaviors, 20 although no empirical research has examined the usefulness of this strategy when asking questions about criminal justice involvement.
Long Questions With Familiar Words
Bradburn and colleagues 20 recommend using words or terms that are familiar to respondents to reduce the threat of the survey items. They found that respondents to surveys generally preferred the word booze to liquor and that survey items using the word booze produced 15% more reports of socially undesirable behavior than did survey items using the word liquor. 20 Bradburn and colleagues 20 also showed that longer items increased the report of socially undesirable behavior. Although this result has not been generalized to other types of sensitive behaviors such as criminal justice involvement, the NSDUH 36 and the NLSY97 42 use examples to make questions longer (NSDUH: "During the past 12 months, that is, since [DATE] , did you stay overnight or longer in any type of juvenile detention center, sometimes called 'juvie,' prison, or jail?" NLSY-97: "Have you ever been sentenced to spend time in a corrections institution, like a jail, prison, or a youth institution like a juvenile hall or reform school or training school or to perform community service?").
"Ever" Only or Before "Current"
Bradburn et al 20 recommend asking whether respondents have "ever" engaged in a sensitive behavior (eg, Did you ever, even once, take something from a store without paying for it?) before asking whether they currently engage in that behavior (eg, In the past 12 months, did you take something from a store without paying for it?). Their thinking is that if respondents report a behavior for their lifetime, they may be more willing to report it in the recent past than those who did not report a behavior for their lifetime. Bradburn et al did not present empirical evidence supporting this recommendation, but several surveys (eg, the NSDUH 36 and the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey 54 ) use this recommendation when asking about sensitive behaviors.
High-Frequency List or Open-Ended Format
Closed-ended response categories communicate to the respondent what the investigator believes is the norm for the population. These norms are used when responding to a question. A high-frequency list communicates a higher norm than a low-frequency list. For example, when asked to report sexual partners using a low-frequency list (0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) or a high-frequency list (0, 1-4, 5-9, 10-49, 50-99, 100), female respondents reported more sexual partners when responding to a condition that had the high-frequency list than to a condition that had the low-frequency list. 45 An alternative to using a high-frequency list or low-frequency list is to use an open-ended question that does not provide any response categories to the respondent.
Indirect Methods
All previously mentioned strategies aim to encourage the report of socially undesirable behaviors or attitudes by reducing the perceived threat or social undesirability of survey items. Another approach to encourage reports of sensitive behaviors is to use indirect methods that maintain respondents' anonymity. 18, 55 For instance, Holbrook and Krosnick 56 used the forced alternative method, a version of the randomized response technique, to measure voter turnout. Specifically, they asked respondents to get a coin and flip it. Respondents whose coins came up tails were instructed to answer "no" (regardless of their true status with respect to voter turnout), whereas respondents whose coins came up heads were asked to answer the survey item, "Did you vote in the elections held on November 5, 2002?" By using the randomized response technique, respondents' answers do not directly reveal their status with respect to the sensitive behavior of interest. However, the prevalence of persons engaged in the behavior can still be estimated at the aggregate level. Because of this extra protection of individual status, indirect methods increase disclosure of socially undesirable behaviors. 55, 57 Examples of indirect methods include the randomized response technique (respondents are randomly assigned to answer 1 of 2 questions about a controversial issue) 58 and its possible variations. One such variation is the unrelated question method, in which respondents are randomly assigned to answer the question of interest (eg, voter turnout) or a question unrelated to the question of interest (eg, whether the respondent was born in April). 59 Another variation is the force alternative method that has been described previously. 56, 60 In the variation called the cross-wise model, respondents are presented with both a sensitive question of interest and an innocuous question that is unrelated to the sensitive question and 2 response options from which to choose; the 2 response options are "my answers are the same for both questions" and "my answers are different for both questions" without revealing what their answers to the sensitive question are. 61 The item count technique is another indirect method in which respondents are randomly assigned to receive a long list of questions including the sensitive question of interest or the same list without the sensitive question of interest. Respondents are then asked to provide the number of items from the list they endorse. 62 In the 2-list method (a variation of the item count technique), all respondents receive 2 mutually exclusive lists-list A and list B; for a random half of the respondents, list A includes the sensitive question of interest, whereas for the other random half, list B includes the sensitive question. 63 Lastly, the item sum technique for continuous variables randomly assigns the respondents to receive a long list with the sensitive question or a short list without the sensitive question and asks them to report, for example, a sum across the list. 64 A major disadvantage common to all these indirect methods is that individual status with regard to the sensitive behavior of interest is not known, making it difficult, if not impossible, to analyze the data at the individual level. There are emerging methods to analyze the data obtained using the item count technique, 65 but their application is not straightforward. Furthermore, these methods may not be applicable to other indirect methods.
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Designing Questions on Criminal Justice Involvement for General Population Surveys
To apply the aforementioned principles for designing questions on criminal justice involvement, it is first necessary to make decisions on what information is most essential to collect. One such decision is what type of criminal justice involvement is of interest. Questions about criminal justice involvement are asked in several general population surveys ( Table 2 ). The questions cover a range of criminal justice involvement, including committing crimes, being incarcerated, and being paroled. A second decision is choosing the appropriate reference period for criminal justice involvement. The surveys we examined included questions about lifetime experience (eg, NSDUH, NLSY97), involvement since age 18 (eg, SCJE), involvement in the past year (eg, NSDUH), involvement since the last interview (NLSY97), or current involvement (the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study [FFCWS]; Table 2 ). Various reference periods can be found within the same survey. For example, NLSY97 asks about lifetime conviction for a felony but about the past 12 months for parole. Schaeffer and Presser 69 advise setting the appropriate reference period based on the periodicity of the target events, the salience and regularity of the events, and the analytic goals of the survey. In general, rare and salient events can use longer reference periods, and mundane and more frequent events should use shorter reference periods. Criminal justice involvement is a rare, memorable, and salient event for most persons. According to the 2011-2013 NSFG, nearly 7 in 100 males aged 15-44 reported having spent any time in a jail, prison, or juvenile detention center in the past 12 months. 49 Thus, asking about lifetime experience is appropriate for a survey of the general population. However, a shorter reference period (eg, in the past 12 months) might be more appropriate for some subgroups who have more frequent involvement with criminal justice (eg, current inmates or former prisoners). Researchers' analytic use of the information should also be considered when setting the reference period. If the researcher is interested in studying the effect of current or recent incarceration on health, the reference period should be set to reflect that need.
In many cases, surveys on criminal justice involvement are interested not only in whether there was any involvement but also in how often involvement occurred. The survey designer should decide whether it is better to ask for the number of events or the rate of occurrence during a specified period (eg, once per month, once per week). Questions on the frequency of criminal justice involvement take various forms (Table 3) . We suggest asking for counts of criminal justice involvement in surveys of the general population because criminal justice involvement does not occur regularly enough in the general population for a rate to be useful. In the surveys we reviewed, nearly all questions about the frequency of criminal justice involvement asked for a count. A closed-ended question format with a high-frequency list is recommended for this purpose.
Several surveys ask about the total time spent incarcerated. Questions on duration of criminal justice involvement ask for the total length of time during a respondent's lifetime (National Former Prisoner Survey 70 ), the length of time in the past 12 months (NSDUH), the duration of the most recent involvement (NSFG, SCJE), or the duration of current involvement (SCJE). Total length of time during the lifetime or in the past 12 months will require calculations and estimation on the part of the respondent if there is more than 1 spell in the reference period. Duration for the longest spell or the most recent spell is cognitively less demanding because it does not involve mental calculations. In addition, asking about the longest spell or the most recent spell allows respondents to anchor on a specific event, facilitating better recall and more accurate placement of the event in the correct reference period. We encourage researchers to provide anchors of this type when writing questions about frequency or duration of criminal justice involvement. For example, NLSY97 is a longitudinal survey, and respondents are interviewed multiple times. In the later waves of interviews, NLSY97 asks respondents to report what happened to them since the last interview. Using the last interview as an anchoring point for respondents has the potential to reduce external telescoping and encourage better recall.
It may be of interest to researchers on criminal justice involvement to ask about the type of crime or offense that led to the criminal justice involvement. Some surveys do not ask for the type of crime or offense involved (eg, NSFG). Other surveys ask only for a broad category of crime or offense; NLSY97 has 1 question asking if respondents have ever been convicted of a felony. Still other surveys (eg, FFCWS, NSDUH) ask about specific crimes charged for, convicted of, or committed. NSDUH asks if respondents have been arrested or booked for 17 types of crime, ranging from vandalism and driving under the influence of alcohol or other drugs to arson and murder. The specificity of crime type is driven by the analytic goals of the researchers and other practical concerns, such as questionnaire length. Respondents may not be able to map their knowledge about the crime to formal categories, such as those shown in NSDUH. Differences may also exist between what respondents were arrested for and of what they were convicted. To the extent possible, categories on the questionnaire should be developed around the analytic goals.
After the questions are designed, researchers are encouraged to pretest and evaluate their survey questions before taking them into the field. Pretesting could involve requesting feedback from potential respondents, having experts in criminal justice involvement and survey methodology review the questions, and administering the questions to a small number of eligible respondents. 71 One common mistake of survey designers is not allowing enough time to pretest and revise the survey based on the feedback. It is best to build pretesting into the project schedule to ensure that results can be incorporated into the final survey questions.
Conclusion
As shown in the surveys we reviewed, it is possible to collect data on criminal justice involvement in general population surveys. Little evidence suggests that including questions on criminal justice involvement in surveys affects response rates 34, 35 or results in abnormally high item nonresponse (Table 1) . Survey designers need to be aware that these questions should follow design principles similar to any other question, making the respondent's cognitive tasks as simple as possible by facilitating comprehension and recall of the target events. In addition, researchers should design the procedures and questions to account for the sensitive nature of the topic, which may involve using a self-administered questionnaire (or module), writing the questions to promote disclosure (eg, using forgiving wording), or using indirect questioning methods.
